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Each year on March 1, the US administration is required to certify to Congress that countries
receiving foreign aid are cooperating with the US in combatting drug trafficking. This year, the
administration of President Bill Clinton denied certification to Colombia, charging that the country
was not doing enough to stop Colombian cocaine from entering the US. And, for the second
year in a row, Paraguay was also denied certification but granted a waiver for "national security
interests." Although last year, Bolivia and Peru also received waivers, this year both received the
"fully cooperating" stamp of approval, as did Mexico. However, both penalized countries such as
Colombia and Paraguay, as well as certified countries such as Mexico and Bolivia, strongly criticized
the US policy.
The principal complaint from Latin American countries is that the US, which is the largest consumer
of illegal drugs, is presumptuous in demanding that producer countries adhere to US policies and
meet US standards for controlling drug trafficking, when the US has been able to do little to reduce
domestic consumption (see NotiSur, 02/09/96). In addition, Latin American critics say that, almost
from the moment the results of the certification process are announced in Washington, attention is
focused on the following year's process.
Washington dangles certification in front of Latin American countries, while threatening a
cutoff of aid for those that do not measure up. And critics charge the process has little to do with
objective anti-drug efforts and much to do with political goals, especially in Colombia and Mexico.
Furthermore, the role of politics intensifies during a US presidential election year. In the weeks
leading up this year's certification deadline, Colombia pulled out all stops to tilt the decision in its
favor. Embattled President Ernesto Samper sent a letter to Clinton listing Colombia's achievements
in combatting the drug cartels; he gave speeches praising US assistance in combating drug
trafficking; and he urged other Colombian political figures to add their voices to the efforts.
Samper's Feb. 19 letter appealed to Clinton not to disqualify Colombia as a partner in the fight
against drugs. Samper listed Colombia's successes in its anti-narcotics program since he took office
in August 1994. These included huge cocaine seizures, the jailing of six of the seven top leaders
of the Cali cartel, and the eradication of extensive fields planted with coca leaf, which is used to
produce cocaine. "No government can show such positive results after such a short time," Samper
said in his letter. Across the political spectrum, Colombians united to press for certification. Business
leaders, former presidents, opposition politicians, the Catholic Church, and even Alfonso Valdivieso,
Colombia's attorney general who has brought charges against Samper, stressed the importance of
an affirmative vote from Washington.
Despite the intense lobbying, Colombia was denied certification for the first time, putting it
alongside other countries who were decertified such as Afghanistan, Mynamar, Iran, Nigeria,
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and Syria. Most analysts saw the decertification as a blow directed at Samper, who is fighting for
his political life amid charges of campaign financing by the Cali cartel. In addition, US officials
have publicly expressed doubts about the country's ability to prosecute, convict, and sentence its
powerful drug lords in line with US standards. These doubts were heightened after the prison
escape last month by the number three leader of the Cali cartel and a slap-on-the-wrist sentence of
a major drug figure. Moreover, the charges that Samper accepted US$6 million from Cali kingpins to
finance his 1994 election campaign called into question his administration's commitment to the drug
fight. However, many political analysts insist that Washington knew of Samper's ties to the cartels
early on.
After his election, they say, the Clinton administration told Samper it would not pursue the matter
if Samper "acted as if" he did not have such ties and cooperated with the US in going after the
cartel bosses. For a while, it appeared to be working as several prominent drug lords were arrested.
However, things quickly fell apart. Samper could not escape the increasing public accusations
linking him to the cartels and he is now in the midst of his second congressional investigation.
He has faced growing demands that he resign and increased displeasure from Washington (see
NotiSur, 04/14/95, 01/05/96 and 01/26/95).
At a State Department briefing, Assistant Secretary of State Robert Gelbard said the decision
was not made lightly. "It is crystal clear that narcotics interests have gained an unprecedented
foothold in Colombia," Gelbard said. "There is no doubt at this point that the Samper campaign
received significant financing from Colombian drug lords." The US decision cuts off financial aid
for US business projects in Colombia, although direct anti-drug aid will continue. Washington will
also vote against loans from multinational economic development banks, which could seriously
hamper Colombia's ability to raise fresh credits from multilateral lending agencies. Colombia's
trade preferences have not been withdrawn but could be as a result of the ruling, Gelbard said.
Angry reactions followed quickly after the US decision was announced. Colombian Foreign Minister
Rodrigo Pardo called the decision "unacceptable," and he said the evaluation process "is not based
on objective, measurable criteria and is influenced by political factors."
"In this context, we consider US interference in Colombia's internal affairs unacceptable and lament
the change in policy," said Pardo. Influential opposition legislator Juan Camilo Restrepo, said,
"This decertification is more for President Samper than for Colombia." "Colombia has a good
record in drug interdiction and in the fight against drug trafficking but it also has a president whose
legitimacy is in question and whose ties with drug trafficking in his past campaign have never been
clarified," said Restrepo. "We are paying the cost of the international debt from that campaign."
Samper "rejected with astonishment and indignation" the decision, and said "it will only benefit
the drug traffickers themselves." Gelbard hinted that the decision was partly aimed at increasing
pressure on Samper to resign from office. However, Samper, who has endured repeated calls for
his resignation, is unlikely to bow to pressure from the US, and may even turn it to his advantage
since it calls on all the latent anti-US sentiment in the country. "I already have the only certification
I need, which is the one issued to me by the Colombian people when they elected me," Samper said
in a televised address following decertification. "I'm here and I'm staying here."
Lashing out at the US government and what he characterized as its self-appointed role to police the
world and be its arbiter of morals, Samper said his government's efforts in fighting drugs cost the
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lives of nearly 600 police and security force members last year, and he asked what comparable effort
the US has made. "We Colombians have a right to disqualify those countries that have tolerated
drug consumption," he said. An aide to Samper said it was "inevitable" that the role of the US Drug
Enforcement Administration (DEA) and the US Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) in Colombia
would undergo "certain changes" because of the decision by Washington. He said that, while
Colombia was fully committed to continuing its fight against the drug cartels, the US may see its role
change from that of a protagonist to something more along the lines of a spectator.
The decertification prompted a public outcry in major Colombian cities, where many people were
angered at being "blacklisted" by a country long considered an ally. Demonstrators gathered
outside the presidential palace to blast the US and to show support for Samper. While Colombian
government officials are still assessing the possible financial implications of the decertification,
the stigma will most likely exceed actual financial damages to the country. At the same time that it
decertified Colombia, the Clinton administration classified Mexico as "fully cooperating." Mexico
received the thumbs up despite congressional pressure to include it in the decertification and
despite growing evidence of Mexico's role in both producing illegal drugs and transporting them
into the US.
Critics say that the contradictions in the attitude toward the two countries point out the essentially
political nature of the certification process and demonstrate Clinton administration concern about
the repercussions of labeling a NAFTA partner an unacceptable ally in the war on drugs, especially
during the presidential campaign. The State Department report and statements from officials show
the ambivalence in the policy toward Mexico.
(Continued)
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